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Abstract 
The objective of this study was to investigate if self-esteem could be measured in adolescents 
through self-portrait collage. Due to the unexpected global pandemic, a modified study ensued. 
Two adolescent girls, the author’s daughters, were assigned to create a self-portrait collage using 
the collage materials, glue and canvas provided. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) was 
used to measure the participants’ self-esteem before the collage making began. It was 
hypothesized that there would be a significant positive correlation between self-portrait collage, 
and the RSES in young adolescents, middle schoolers, 12-13 years old. Additional research is 


needed to further test this hypothesis. 


MEASURING SELF-ESTEEM IN ADOLESCENTS THROUGH COLLAGE 4 
Measuring Self-Esteem in Adolescents Through Collage 

Self-esteem is defined as “a way to tell if a person likes, appreciates and values 
themselves as a whole” (Shen & Armstrong, 2008). Research has shown that adolescence is a 
time that is full of tremendous changes both physically and emotionally, with an increase in 
vulnerability to pressures from environmental stressors. 

The adolescent period is between the ages of 12-18 years--the age at which 
adolescents explore their sense of self-identity and independence (Berger, 2000). The adolescent 
phase is also known as the fifth stage of psychosocial development: Identity vs Role Confusion, 
as described by Erickson (1968). He stresses that formation of identity is a key process and 
essential in forming self-esteem. Adolescence is the time in a person’s life that happens at the 
onset of puberty and continues until the person reaches adulthood. Changes during this period of 
development affects physical, mental, and emotional structures, including personal relationships 
with others. In today’s culture, when active shooter drills are the new normal in schools, anxiety, 
depression, and self-inflicted injuries take place (Miron, Yu, Miron et al., 2019). More attention 
should be directed to individuals during this stage in order to improve their self-esteem. 

Learning about the world starts at birth. From an infant’s surroundings, maternal and 
paternal bonds, and what they are exposed to visually and auditorily, infants start to develop 
ideas about themselves (Orth, 2018). Harris et al. (2015, p. 995) noted that “there are 
correlational studies that support that through parent-child closeness, there is a strong cross- 
sectional correlation with self-esteem. In turn, self-esteem is also correlated with mental and 
physical indicators including positive-affectivity, subjective well-being, task persistence, 


economic wealth, lower rates of depressive symptoms, loneliness and anxiety.” 
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A number of mental health issues contribute to low self-esteem, such as depression, 
anxiety, and suicidal ideation (Boden et al, 2008). Studies have also shown that low self-esteem 
has been correlated with high-anxiety, a high number of suicide attempts, and has also been 
linked to substance use. Low self-esteem has also been known to be a risk factor in the 
development of substance abuse in adolescents; in contrast, it has been shown that high self- 
esteem is a prominent factor in avoiding substance use during adolescence (Unger et al, 1997). 

According to Shean & Armstrong (2008), low self-esteem has more pronounced effects 
in females than in males as related to body image dissatisfaction, including eating disorders and 
depression. One method to help strengthen an adolescent girl’s self-esteem is to foster an all- 
inclusive environment of trust, warmth, and creativity. 

Adolescents who are exploring their own identities, or perhaps have formed their 
identities have higher self-esteem than those who find it difficult to form their own, and/or 
conformed to society’s version of what one’s identity should be (Hartz & Thick 2005). Those 
who have high self-esteem, confidence, and possess high self-worth, are better able to respond to 
external factors and cope with them. Positive self-esteem stems from positive feelings of self- 
worth and self-respect (Orth & Robbins, 2014). If individuals are dealing with low self-esteem, 
they may not be able to manage external factors adequately, such as bullying, poor school 
performance, and/or pregnancy. 

During adolescence, factors such as negative feedback from teachers, peers and parents, 
the transition out of grade school and into middle school as well as puberty can contribute to a 
sense of low self-esteem (Robbins & Trzesniewski, 2005). Because of these changes, it is 


important to allow adolescents a safe outlet to express their thoughts and emotions. 
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Art is known to be beneficial from both verbal and non-verbal communication (Riley, 
2001). At the present time, Art Therapy is gaining recognition as an important modality in the 
mental health field. It serves as a safe way to bring healing and insight into a non-threatening 
space, particularly for adolescents who are undergoing many changes. While there are more 
studies needed to show how collage making impacts self-esteem in children and adolescents, 
Juhasz and Munshi (1990) state, “Theory suggests that any attempt to obtain valid measures of 
children’s self-esteem should actively involve the actual participants not only in the self- 
measurement, but also in the content selection and test methodology” (p. 691). Using self- 
portraiture, particularly with adolescents, may serve as a way to improve self-esteem which 
could support self-respect, admiration and the defining of a positive identity (Miri, 2007). It may 
additionally allow clients to better interpret and formulate positive identity concepts and support 
their therapeutic growth. 

It is important to note that art has been used as a therapeutic modality to improve self- 
esteem in adolescent girls. A study conducted by Nolan (2006) showed that self-esteem can be 
evaluated by auto-photography. The research was conducted on 50 adolescent Latinos in Los 
Angeles. The researcher provided participants with disposable cameras to capture what best 
represents their individualities. In addition to administering the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 
(RSES), thirty-three categories were formulated based on previous research of photographic 
techniques. The categories included a variety of topics including family, hobbies, cares, 
concerns, and future goals. The analysis was conducted by comparing the percentage of photos 
from each category to the RSES scores. The results showed that adolescents who had the most 


photos in the “cares and concerns” category had higher self-esteem. 
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Many art therapists use projective drawing tests and art assessments to evaluate how 
clients feel about themselves. Furthermore, self-portraiture may also be used to assess 
personality and psychological issues related to self-concept (Miri, 2007). 

Helen Landgarten, a leading pioneer in art therapy, worked extensively with children and 
adolescents. She asserted that Magazine Photo Collage serves as a worthwhile assessment and 
treatment plan. Landgarten emphasized that this modality is a beneficial method for studying 
self-esteem. She believed this approach allows clients to choose images that best resonate with 
them, and use their imagery as a way to voice their projections (Landgarten, 1993). Additionally, 
collage is a successful modality because it is considered to be culturally unbiased. Clients are 
able to choose any image that depicts them as individuals based on race, ethnicity, gender and 
culture. The concept that adolescents can select their own images plays an imperative role in the 
therapeutic process. Landgarten theorized that collage offers self-control and promotes verbal 
expression. 

In addition to the Magazine Photo Collage, other forms of assessments can be useful 
including psychological measures and other types of art assessments. One known reliable and 
valid psychological measure is the Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale (RSES). The RSES is a 10- 
item Likert-type scale which measures positive and negative feelings of global self-worth (more 
information about the scale is provided in the Method section). The Formal Elements Art 
Therapy Scale (FEATS) is a valid and reliable art therapy instrument that is also used to measure 
self-esteem. 

There is limited research available in Art Therapy regarding self-portrait collage, along 
with the use of other psychological assessments investigating self-esteem among adolescents. 


Therefore, the present study investigated the use of self-portrait collage as a valid tool to evaluate 
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self-esteem among adolescents. It is hypothesized that there will be a significant positive 
correlation between self-portrait collage and self-esteem in young adolescent, middle schoolers, 
12-13 years old. 

Method 
Participants 

Due to the Covid-19 global pandemic, the participant sample had to be modified and 
included two adolescent females aged 12 and 13 years, who were quarantined with the 
researcher. Both of the participants were Caucasian and lived in the state of Connecticut. 
Instruments 

The two measures which would have been used in the study are The Formal Art Therapy 
Scale (FEATS) and the Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale (RSES). There are 14 global variables in 
the FEATS which can be used in research. The variables are Prominence of Color, Color and Fit, 
Implied Energy, Space, Integration, Logic, Realism, Problem-Solving, Developmental Level, 
Details of Objects and Environment, Line Quality, Person, Rotation, Perseveration (Gantt, 2016). 
Numerous studies utilizing the FEATS have demonstrated this scale to be a reliable and valid 
instrument since its development in 1998 (Penzes, van Horren & Hutschemarkers, 2018). 

The Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale (RSES) is a 10-item Likert-type scale that measures 
positive and negative feelings of global self-worth. The adolescents who participated were asked 
questions and selected a response from the following scale: Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, or 
Strongly Disagree. Of the 10 questions, half were scored on the rating system 1-4, and half were 
scored in the reverse, 4-1; the higher the score, the higher the individual’s self-esteem. 

The original intent of the researcher was to engage three volunteer raters, two Masters- 


level trained art therapists: two Masters-level trained art therapists and one professionally trained 
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artist who would be trained on scoring the drawings using the modified FEATS scale. The 
training would have included a detailed review of scoring instructions with sample artwork 
provided by the administrator. The instructions would have consisted of a written description of 
the elemental properties for each of the ratings, (0 through 5), as well as three self-portrait 
collage examples (low, middle, and high ratings) for nine of the FEATS scales. Raters would 
have used the instructions as written and visual guides as they scored each drawing. 
Unfortunately this could not be accomplished the way it was originally planned because of the 
pandemic. 
Materials 

Materials that were to be used during the study, pre-pandemic, would have included the 
following; U.S. Art Supply 8 X 10 in, Professional Artist Quality Acid Free Canvas Panels 4-12- 
Packs (1 Full Case of 48 Single Canvas Panels), Elmer's All-Purpose School Glue Sticks 
(washable, 7 gram, 30 count), and collage materials from various magazines that were pre-cut. 
Collage imagery would have consisted of the following images, but not limited to a specific 
gender or ethnicity: lips, eyes, noses, brows, lashes, full facial imagery, arms, legs, torsos, full 
body imagery, hair, nails and clothing pieces, and simple images that pertain to the body. 
Because words could influence the way that the participant would construct the collage or how 
the collage is interpreted, there would have been no imagery with words used in this study. Due 
to the recent pandemic, the researcher modified the collage materials to consist of the following 
imagery: lips, eyes, noses, brows, lashes, full facial imagery, hair, and simple images that pertain 
to the body. 


Procedure 
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A seventh grade ELA (English, Literature and Arts) teacher at a middle school in 
Connecticut would have selected 30 random names consisting of 15 girls and 15 boys. These 
names would have been drawn out of a hat to ensure the study was randomized. The informed 
consent sheet (Appendix A) would have been given to the chosen students to take home for 
parental consent. Provided consents were given, students would have been informed with a 
testing date and the study would have been conducted at the local middle school’s designated 
classroom on that date. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the study was not implemented as 
planned. Due to the state’s mandated quarantine, the participants were modified and included 
two adolescent females aged 12 and 13, who were quarantined with the researcher. 

Each participant was given the Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale (Appendix 2) and a #2 
pencil, as well as an 8 x 10 artboard canvas panel, | stick each of washable Elmer's all-purpose 
school glue, and collage materials from various magazines that were pre-cut (described above). 
The participants were seated at opposite ends of the table and given 10 minutes to complete the 
Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale. After the scale was completed, the participants were asked to 
complete their self-portrait collage with the assigned collage materials and were given 40 
minutes to do so. After the collage was completed, the participants were asked to sign an image 
release form (Appendix C). In order to identify each participant’s RSES and collages, each 
participant was issued a different colored sticker. The participants were asked to put their colored 
stickers on the back of both their canvas and their Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, and both were 
put into a manila envelope. Participants were then free to leave. 

Results 
Before analyses related to the main hypothesis were conducted, the researcher would 


have used intraclass correlations to determine the reliability of the three raters using the FEATS 
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scoring system. The purpose of this study was to conduct analyses using SPSS to analyze the 
data collected from the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES). Due to the recent Covid-19 
pandemic, and schools being closed, the data were analyzed between the two adolescent 
participants. Due to the limited number of participants, the data posed a challenge in determining 
if the hypothesis was statistically supported. 
Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine if the use of Self-Portrait Collage is correlated 
with an adolescent’s level of self-esteem. It was hypothesized that there would be a significant 
positive correlation between self-esteem and self-portrait collage in adolescent middle schoolers, 
aged 12-13 years old. Changes during this period of development affect physical, mental, and 
emotional structures, including personal relationships with others. In adolescents, the formation 
of identity is a key process and essential in forming self-esteem. The following hypothetical 
results will be analyzed due to the limitations imposed by the current pandemic. 
Hypothetical: Hypothesis was not supported by this study 

The results of these findings suggest that the hypothesis was not supported by the study. 
While both the adolescent participants scored high on the RSES, the self-portrait score based on 
the FEATS scale did not correlate with high self-esteem. The total FEATS scores and 
RSES scores resulted in a correlation close to zero and non-significant; r =.09, p > .05). 
Individual indicator scores also had correlation coefficients close to zero (ps > .05). The 12 year 
old participant used black and white imagery, and her art consisted of imagery that was very 
small in size while the 13 year old participant used imagery that showed lack of emotion in the 
face and very dark colors in her imagery. Knowing that this adolescent was not color blind, the 


FEATS scale would score this as having low self-esteem or depression. 
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Hypothetical: Hypothesis was supported by this study 

The results of these findings imply that the hypothesis was supported, and there was a 
positive correlation between self-portrait collage and positive self-esteem. The correlations 
between total FEATS score (and/or some/all of the individual indicators), r= .53, p < .05). 

With the participants having completed the RSES, the scores showed high positive correlation 
with the results from the FEATS assessment rating scale from the adolescent participants. 

The following informal discussion of the artwork is used to support the findings for this 
modified study. As seen in Appendix D, Figure | shows results of the RSES were 36 out of 40 
for Participant 1, showing high self-esteem. That correlated closely with her modified score with 
the FEATS scale, which was 43 out of 45 total points. Figure 2 shows score on the RSES was 37 
out of 40, again showing high self-esteem. This participant’s results could still be seen as a 
reasonably high correlation with the modified FEATS scale being 34 out of 45. 

The artwork that was rated correlated with the high scores on the RSES. Figure 1, 
created by the 12 year old female participant, detailed multiple self-portrait collages on one 
canvas, utilizing color on a majority of the canvas. A canvas that has little-to-no color would 
safely be an indicator for depression on the FEATS scale #1; Prominence of Color (Gantt, 2009). 
Similarly, the collage created by the 13 year old participant detailed the same concepts (Figure 
2), except this collage features one face. This collage also took up a majority of the canvas and 
was in full color. It is worth noting that between the participants, who are siblings, there was a 
cohesiveness in selecting the same imagery for the faces. 

In the beginning of the collage-making process, the atmosphere of the study was calm 
and collected as the participants became more comfortable with what was expected of them. 


Their demeanor started to change as they became talkative and acted silly amongst themselves. 


MEASURING SELF-ESTEEM IN ADOLESCENTS THROUGH COLLAGE 13 

As they created, the collage parts were mirrored over their own bodies, and they started making 
jokes and giggling to each other. Towards the end of the session, it was observed that one of the 
participants looked around for the clock, while the other participant did not want the other girl to 
look at her collage. None of this behavior was deemed to be out of the ordinary for this age, but 
it did provide noted insight for this researcher. In a future study, it might be helpful to have 
individual desks separated in an effort to prevent any of the participants from becoming paranoid 
or obsessing over if they are doing their art in the “correct” way, or to prevent any feelings of 
judgment. 

Scale #4 is titled Space and measures the amount of negative and positive space that is 
used in the artwork. In both examples of the participants’ artwork, the scale of their collage (even 
though one is multiple collages) takes up a majority of space on the canvas. The 12 year old’s 
score was 4 on this scale. There are studies validating that depressed individuals use more 
negative space and smaller imagery on a canvas (Gantt, 2009). Noting the 12 year old’s canvas 
and the many faces in her self-portrait, this author likens this type of visual to be common 
within her age group. This participant recently turned twelve and behaves very young for her 
age. She enjoys being playful with her art, and her collage seems to reflect this playfulness. 
While engaging in the task, the participant was humming and moving as though she were 
dancing. On Scale #5, Integration, both girls used the integration of the collage materials in a 
way that made sense cohesively and in relation to each other. The eyes, nose, mouth, and hair 
were all in the correct place in relation to the face, not showing any signs of chaotic organization 


or a lack of integration. Both girls scored high on this scale with 5’s. 
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The results of this study suggest a positive correlation between self-esteem and self- 
portrait collage. Because of this global pandemic, research was severely limited in not having 
access to the population needed to carry out this study. 

It is the recommendation of the researcher of this study to conduct a follow up study with 
a sample of older adolescents who are more mature and be able to understand their sense of self. 
The present researcher would also provide: full body imagery but still exclude any imagery with 
words. Also provided would be separate work spaces so that participants didn’t feel watched, 


copied or insecure. 
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Appendix A 


Informed Consent 


Informed Consent Form: Art Study 





This study is being conducted as part of the requirements for completion of the Masters of Arts in Art Therapy and 
Counseling degree from Albertus Magnus College. This study seeks to examine the study of Collage art making. 


In approximately 45 minutes, your child will first be asked to complete an art directive involving collage, then be 
asked to complete a short questionnaire about the art making. 


Being a participant in this study is completely voluntary, and your child’s identity will be completely withheld. Your 
child has the right to withdraw and you, as the parent, have the right to withdraw your child at any time. There are 
no risks for participating in this study. The benefits of participating in this study include: enjoyment in helping a 
fellow parent and Albertus Magnus college graduate student accomplish their graduate thesis project, your child 
walking away from this project with a beautiful piece of art, and helping further research on adolescence. The 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Albertus Magnus College has approved this study. 


If your child has any known allergies to art materials, or anything else of note, please inform the researcher. If you 
have any questions or concerns about this research you many contact any of the following participants: 


Investigator: Professor Professor: 

Erin Dunn Angel Duncan, MA, MFT, ATR Loel Tronsky, Ph. D. 
edunn @ albertus.edu aduncan @ albertus.edu Itronsky @albertus.edu 
or 


Head of Department: 
Angel Duncan, MA, MFT, ATR, Director MA in Art Therapy & Counseling/ Professor 


aduncan @ albertus.edu 


I, (name of parent and or guardian) , consent to allow (name of 
child) to participate in the above art therapy graduate thesis 
study. 


I have read and understand the study described above. By signing this form, I agree that my child may participate in 


this study Date 


Please return this form signed and dated by February 21, 2020 
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Appendix B 


NICHD SECC YD—Wisconsin 


ROSENBERG SELF-ESTEEM SCALE 
The next questions ask about your current feelings about yourself. For each of the following, please 
circle the number that corresponds with the answer that best describes how strongly you agree or 
disagree with the statement about yourself now. 


Strongly Somewhat Somewhat Strongly 


agree agree disagree disagree 
2. I feel that Ihave a number of good qualities. 1 2 3 4 





4. Iam ableto do things as well as most other people. 1 2 3 4 





6. I take a positive attitude toward myself. 1 2 3 4 





8. I certainly feel useless at times. 1 2. 3 4 


10. At times, I think I am no good at all. 1 2 3 4 
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Appendix C 
Image Release Form 


Art Image Release Form: 


The artwork created that you create during this study will remain confidential; your name will 
not be connected with your artwork. Photographs of the artwork will only be taken with your 
consent for the purposes listed below. Photographs taken of the artwork will not contain any 
identifying information. 

I agree to have my artwork photographed without identifying information for the following 


purpose(s), please check any and all that apply: 


Educational and training purposes 


Presentation at a professional conference 


Publication in a professional journal 


Fa eal that led 


None of the above 


I hereby give consent as noted above for the use of my artwork. 


Print Name Date 


Signature 
Please note that if at a later date you choose to withdraw permission for your artwork to be 
shown as noted above, it may be difficult or impossible to contain images already disseminated 


in public settings. 


I have received a copy of this form to keep for myself. 
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Appendix D 


FEATS SCALE RESULTS 


Scale FEATS rating Figure 1 FEATS rating Figure 2 
Scale #1 Prominance of Color 5 ) 
Scale #2 Color Fit 5 5 
Scale #3 Implied Energy 5 2 
Scale #4 Space 4 3 
Scale #5 Integration 5 5 
Scale #6 Logic 4 5 
Scale #7 Realism 5 5 
Scale #8 Details of Object and Environment > 2 
Scale #9 Rotation 5 5 
Total Score 43 oD 


MEASURING SELF-ESTEEM IN ADOLESCENTS THROUGH COLLAGE 


Figure 1 


Collage self-portrait of 12 yr. old Caucasian female 
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Figure 2 


Collage self-portrait of 13 yr. old Caucasian female 
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